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INTRODUCTION 


The area of vlager Bay has never been explored specifically for archaeological 
remains. However, there are a few reports of locations that are of archaeoloaical 
importance by other workers and travellers in this area. These reports are often 
second-hand or vacgue as to descriptions and locations, but, nevertheless, they 
form the only direct body of information available and indicate that man has 
occupied this area at least since Thule times. The true archaeological 
resources anc potential of the recion can only be determined by proper field 
Survey and excavation. 


Althouch the deep hinterland south and west of Wacer Bay has laroely 
been a no-man's land, the immediate region of the bav and its mouth were 
traditionally part of the territory of the Aivilinamiut and inhabited by them 
durina every season of the year. The uplands were rich in caribou and musk oxen, 
ice conditions excellent for winter sealine and walrus huntino, and whales 
were abundant prior to their extermination by white whalers. Such a rich area 
would certainly have been occupied and explcited during prehistoric times. 


Brief History of White Contact 


Wager Bay was first explored and namea by Middleton in the summer of 
1742 (Williams 1962). The major purpose of his expedition was to investicate 
possible routes leading to the Northwest Passace in this area of Hudson 
Bay. The bay, or river as it was then called, looked promising and he sailed 
into it only to be discouraged by the nature of the tides; which indicated 
a land-locked body of water. However, since his tidal data was ambiquous, 
the supporters of the expedition were not satisfied and sent another in 
1747 under Moor. Moor explored to the end of the bay and even sent 4 party 
up the river. past the reversing falls to Ford Lake. This established 
beyond a doubt that no passage existed through Wager Bay. Neither party 
reported meeting any natives. 

White interest in this area then abated and it was not visited aaain 
until the early 1860's when large scale whaling operations began in northern 
Hudson Bay. The Americal explorer Hall (1879) wintered in the area in 1864 
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and 1865. Schwatka, leading a party in search of the Franlkin expedition 
overland from Depot Island to Hays River, in the winter of 1879, passed 
over the end of the bay, but did not notice it, probably because it was 
frozen and snow covered (Schwatka 1965:55). 


Between 1860 and 1915 Roes Welcome Sound formed an important center of the 
whaling industry. Goerae Cleveland maintained a whaling station at the mouth 
of the bay between 1900 and 1904 (Ross 1975:57). Captain Comer, who had a 
Great interest in Eskimo artefacts and customs, spent many years in the 
Roes Welcome area, obtaining specimens and recording native traditions/Comer 
1910). Some of these, especially the Aivilik leqend that they had exterminated 
a tribe just south of Wager Bay called the Nuvukmiut (ibid,p.88) are relevant 
for this area. In 1903-04 a sled party from the Porinicn cf Canada Neptune 
expedition explored the bayheologically but no other details are given of 
the survey (Low 1906:30). 


The Fifth Thule Expedition did not themselves ao te Waaer Bay, but 
Aivilik people at Republe Bay told them of house ruins at Nuvuk (Mathiassen 
1927:107). In more recent times a tradina post was established on Ford 
Lake in the mid 1920's to the mid 1940's (Robinson 1968:205). Since that time 
several scientific expaditions have visited the bay (Heywood 1967) but 
generally today it is off the beaten track. 


Brief Native History 


Traditionally Wager Bay is Part of the territory of the Aivilingmiut, 
who usually range between Cape Fullerton and Repulse Pay (Mathiassen 
1928:27). A generalized annual cycle has been described by Mathiassen. In 
the spring they usually settled on the ice or land near open floes and 
hunted seals and walrus. during the summer apd fall some went inland to 
hunt caribou anc musk oxen and fish, while others stayed on the coast ana 
continued to hunt sea mammals. In December they began to move back to ice 
hunting areas or settled where meat and blubber from fall hunts had been 
cached. In the spring they were once mor near the floes hunting sea mammals. 
Hall (1879) gives a detailed account of a years cycle of the movements of 


the group he was with at Wager Bay. 
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The historic literature, though rather incomplete and sporadic, 
chronicles the native occupation of the Waaer Bay area as follows. Rae, in 
eT us visited in Repuse Bay by people who came from Nuvuk (Boas 1888:42). 
This,the first direct record of people occupying that area, but it was 
well known pricr tc that, as an Aivilik had drawn a map for Parry that 
included Nuvuk, in 1821-22. On Rae's second visit in 1855 there were no 
natives in Repube Bay as they had wintered further south (Boas 1888:38), 
perhaps in the Waaer Bay area. In 1864-65 Hall spent the winter with about 
40 Aivilik at Nuvuk and on the ice of the hay(Hall 1879). George Cleveland's 
whaling station at the AACS tay (perhaps at Berthie Harbour) had 
a native crew (Ross 1975:57), persumably Aivilik. Mathiassen (1928:28) reports 
that a aroup of Aivilik from Southamnton Island stayed at Nuvuk durina the 
winter of 1922-23 and that two families wintered at Matoq (Rerthie Harbour) 
from 1921 to 1923. These records of settlements in “ager Bay are not 
impressive, but they do indicate that it was one of the main centers of 
Aivilik life and not just a marainal area. 


ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESOURCES 


The precedina overview of history and afitive occupancy stronaly 
suagests that archaeological remains, both prehistoric and historic, 
should be abundant in the Wager Bav area. However, the airect references 
to such sites or material in the literature is very limited. This, of 
course,reflects the absence of archaeological work and the infrequency of 
white exploration of the land area surrounding the bay. It Jould and does 
not reflect its actual archaeological potential. 


A definite archaeological site exists at Nuvuk just south of the 
mouth of the bay. This site has several components. One of these is the 
historic Aivilingmiut settlement mentioned in the literature (Hall 1879; 
Mathiassen 1928). There may also be remains of a pre-contact or proto- 
historic culture here; the group that the Aivilik told Comer they had 
exterminated some time aac (1910:88).Hall describes the settlement in 
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1864-65 at Nuvuk as consisting of 40 people living in skin tents and 

having many stone meat caches, some as far as 20 miles away (1879:68 & 76). 
Many of these features should still be extant today. At or near this site 
Aivilik informants at Repulse Bay in 1921 reported the presence of five 
house ruins (Mathiassen 1927:107). In Mathiassen's terminology " house 
ruin’ describes a semi-subterranean winter house typical of the Thule culture!” 
He also attributes a flint flaker, now at the National Museum of Canada, 
from the Comer collection as comina from Nuvuk (ibid.). However, the 
present cataloque information on this specimen gives its oriagin only as 
Hudson Bay. The Nuvuk site, then, is a large multi-component winter and 
summer settlement and the best described in the literature. 


In Hall's narr@tive of his wintering in Wager Bay he mentions several 
other places that are of archaeolocical interest. Gne, called Arliaouklia, 
is described as a "sacred place" and has a tablet 50 feet wide and 25 feet 
high, below which he left a leac ball inscribed "Hall 1865" (Hall 1879:174). 
Nearby is a hill with six stone circles, used for overnight stops while 
travelling. The location of Arliaouklic is not given, but it is probably 
somewhere along the south shore of the bay in the vicinity of Handkerchief 
Inlet, qive or take 30 miles. They also camped briefly on Nuvudlik Island, 
one of the Savace Islands, and he rercrts the presence of many stone circles 


and monuments there (ibid:175). 


Wacer Bay is also known for its fine quality soapstone, which the 
Aivilik sometimes traded to the Netsilik (Boas 1830:6€1). Ukusikssalik (place 
of pot stone) located along the north shore not far from the mouth is a 
well known soapstone quarry (Mathiassen 1928:9) and the vicinity should have 
remains of camps that were used while workina the quarry. The author has 


not been able to precisely locate this quarry area. 


Berthte Harbour, just north of the mouth of the bay is also an area of 
archaeological interest. Two Aivilik families stayed here for two winters 


_ 1. Boas (1901:96) also makes reference to whale bone and turf houses at 
Nuvuk, but places it in Repulse Bay, and may actually be referina to 
the Naujan site there (Mathiassen 1927:107). 
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1921 to 1923, after they were unsuccessful in returning to Southampton 
Island (Mathiassen 1928:28). This is probably a traditional settlement site 
and earlier remains may be present here as well. Cleveland's whaling 
station may well hve been at Rerthie Harbour. It seems to offer the best 
anchorage north of the mouth. Ceveland traded for mm furs and carried out 
whaling for four years with a boat crew of natives (Ross 1975:57). One would . 
expect remains of such a substantail settlement to still be present today. 
Ruins of and relics from a similar station at Depot Island have been 
reported (Wenzell n.d.). The native boat crews were probably accompanied 

by their families and relatives and remains of their settlement should 

be present as well. 


Pinaliveas place of historical interest is the site of the Hudsons 
Bay Company pest that was located on the north shore of Ford Lake near the 
mouth of the river connectince it to lager Bay. This pest was established in 
the 1920's and was operational for about 29 years(Robinson 1966: 205). 
Remains of the post buildinas still survived in 1°64 when visited by 
Oneration Wacer of the Geological Survey of Canada (G.D.Jackson, personal 


communication). 


There are no other reports of archaeological remains in the published 
literature. However, one may speculate on the potential of the area for a 
WejOnmorenistonie Arctic cultural tradition, the Arctic small fool, snavis 
not represented in these reports. Two cultures of this tradition, the 
Pre-dorset and Dorset, are extensively distributed in areas adjacent to 
Waoer Bay and the latter's game rich environment would certainly have made 
it attractive for these early Arctic hunters. Pre-dorset sites have been 
‘eported from Pelly Bav (Rousseliere 1963), the Iqloolik area (Meldaaard 1962), 
Native Point on Southampton Island (Collins 1957), Rankin Inlet (Linnamae % 
Clark 1976) and possibly Chesterfield Inlet (Wenzell n.d.}. Dorset remains 
are also known from the above locations and in addition, from Duke of 
York Bay in northern Southampton Island (Mathiassen 1927). It is probable 
that these Arctic Small Tool tradition cultures exisited in the Wacer Bay area, 
especially alondq the coast near its mouth, and aiong the northern shore 


where relief is lower and the land more gentle. 
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SUMMARY 


Wacer Bay is archaeologically almost unknown. The fleetina alimpses 
that are provided by the literature on the subject are tantalizina and 
indicate that its potential may be both rich and interesting. The cultural 
periods that are represented here include 20th century Euro-Canadians, 
19th and 20th century Aivilinamiut, 19th century whalers, pre- or proto- 
historic Inuit and Thule. The possibility is strona that Arctic Small Tool 
cultures will also be found here. 
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